This paper locates the social work literature on spirituality within the broad theoretical and epistemological perspectives of late modernity. It focuses particularly on the rise of individualism and its culmination in the theory of reflexive modernisation -life politics and subpolitics -and makes an appeal for an 'ecospiritual social work', one which would take social work away from individualism back to its communitarian roots. The rise of spirituality in social work is linked to individualism. Both result from the depersonalizing and alienating effects of modernity: the detraditionalization and secularization of society; the rise of science, rationality, the professions, and industrial and technological progress; and the decline in religion. Social work mirrors this process in that it has worked vigorously to shake off its religious, moralistic beginnings, and to embrace the secular trappings of professionalism in the process increasingly embracing highly individualistic values and scientific explanations of reality. The literature on spirituality in social work, where the influence of New Age spirituality is strongly evident, tries to re-instantiate our search for quality and meaning.
8 science, art, and religion become separate entities for study; and attendance at places of worship around the Western world declines. What are the consequences of this increasing secularisation for Western society? According to Holden (2002) , One of the most important aspects of secularisation theory is the contention that, in modern societies, religious beliefs become privatised. The idea was first presented by Thomas Luckman (1967) , who maintained that religious institutions have been progressively forced to withdraw from the modern capitalist economy and occupy a peripheral position in a world that is abstract, impersonal and narcissistic. Luckman's thesis centres on the claim that non-religious roles, which are both specialised and functionally rational, now dominate the public sphere (p.
104).
Sociologists have long theorised the relationship between the public and the private.
Increasingly religion moved to the private sphere where it became more and more about the individual's relationship with God with religious pluralism giving rise to the idea of selfempowerment. Religion thus became a 'personal quest for meaning rather than a collective act of worship' in terms of which individuals allowed 'their own consciences to decide which aspects of faith (were) truly essential' (Holden, 2002, p. 105) . Thus, 'one of the main components of the privatisation of belief thesis is that people are allowed the freedom to construct their own religious identity' (Holden, 2002, p. 112) . This right to privacy is upheld by liberal democratic rights designed to protect individual freedoms from public encroachment.
What are the consequences of this increasing secularisation and privatisation for the social work profession which, barring its earliest beginnings has been largely secular in nature? Its professionalising project has been driven by attempts to distance itself from its religious, moralistic roots and to establish itself among the important and high status 'objective' professions.
One of the consequences was social work's embrace of humanism with its notion of the centrality of the individual who is no longer reliant upon or guided by a Higher Power. Thus from the impetus of the individual comes a view consistent with the Judeo-Christian notion of free will: the valuing of free thought and autonomous action, and reason (or rationality) as the main agency for solving problems. Individuals are now in charge of their own destinies.
Human experience then becomes highly valued as the main determinant of meaning and the goals of life (and of social work) derive from addressing human needs and interests. Thus the question of, and the rationality behind, what we (human beings) are morally obliged to do becomes central to any ethical code and provides it with its moral authority. Morality, then, is only valid in relation to real human conditions and humanity is the reason morality exists; it cannot carry any import without reference to this human context. It becomes part of the 'rules of the game' created to guide social behaviour, embedded in social norms rather than in religious discipline.
Theories widely adopted in social work cohere with this humanist perspective where individual autonomy and self-actualisation are highest on the hierarchy of human needs (Maslow, 1968) . Self-actualisation is the desire to realise one's potential and to achieve personal fulfilment; the ultimate achievement of the autonomous individual. Giddens ' (1991) notion of the reflexive self is borne of this view of the autonomous individual who is largely Examining traditional (religious and indigenous) cultures as a different or alternative way of understanding spirituality in social work (though this is not the dominant view which is the freely choosing individual living in a democratic society where human rights are highly valued) reveals a high import being placed on 'other-regarding' traditional virtues which lead to a valuing of loyalty, compassion, trustworthiness, responsibility, sensitivity to others and so on, and to valuing of the collective over the individual. The dilemma for Western social work is that previously grounding for such virtues or values lay in religious explanations.
Without that we now need to argue for their importance on rational grounds. Why do we need to treat people with respect, loyalty, and compassion? We are now willing to turn to Eastern religion for this explanation or New Age thinking (for example) rather than ground these qualities in Western religion (biblical teachings), such as 'love thy neighbour as thyself' and so on. In any event, individuals in many indigenous and non-Western contexts are not free to make autonomous choices as they are anchored in issues of kinship, social duty or traditional obligation. The literature on social work in traditional settings is replete with examples of implications for practice and differing views on authority, directiveness and the role of the family, group and community in decisions relating to particular individuals. Nevertheless, for the most part, social work's dominant value system derives from an inherent belief in the rational, freely choosing, and self-determining individual.
Ironically, the rise of individualism as a result of the weakening of tradition and the secularisation of society provided the very conditions for the rise of professionalism for with these events came our faith in scientific rationality and the need for knowledge to replace previously accepted sources of authority. Science and the professions have further entrenched humanistic and individualistic stances and created a world in which human beings feel alienated and at risk. Perhaps the best theorists of living in a risk society are Giddens (1990 Giddens ( , 1991 Giddens ( , 1992 Giddens ( , 1994 Giddens ( , 1995 and Beck (1992 Beck ( , 1998 . They provide further insight into the alienation that gives rise to the renewed search for meaning and purpose in life and a rekindled awareness of the importance of our spiritual dimension.
Living in a 'risk society'
Giddens' and Beck's sociological theory of 'risk society' provides a crucial context for the study of spirituality for, as Giddens (1991) points out, cultural changes in late modern societies have led to 'crises of personal identity' when 'individuals find themselves in a constant state of self-questioning as they learn that knowledge has no (religious) foundation' (in Holden, 2002, p. 12) . Important to these cultural changes is scientific progress which has not only freed the individual from collective institutions and tradition but has also destabilised societies by giving rise to personal insecurity and greater awareness of hazards and risk. Beck (1992) sees modernisation as the transitional period when western societies learn to adopt the universal principles of scientific and technological progress and come to accept the impersonal nature of social institutions. Beginning in the nineteenth century societies interested in progress underwent enormous changes in which 'actors' were freed from structural constraints. This is a central point in both Giddens' and Beck's theories of reflexive modernization which Giddens demonstrates through the vehicle of life politics and Beck through his subpolitics. Both are trying to take us beyond the politics of Left and Right and to overcome Leftist thinking that oppression is always situated in external structural locations. This thinking casts people as passive and put upon whereas for Giddens and Beck individual agency or freedom of choice is central. We might simplify their ideas and say that in simple modernity things are happening to us which we are not aware of such is the rapid pace of change in late industrial society while in reflexive modernity we are dealing not only with a greater awareness of its benefits -and profiting from them -but also with the way in which our capacity for choice has increased to such an extent that we are only now becoming aware of its implications in our lives. The more aware we become the more we realise that our ability to access the benefits depends on the choices we make. Giddens calls this 'navel gazing' aspect of modern life reflexivity. But there is a downside as we shall see.
Giddens' reflexive self
Giddens' reflexive self comes into prominence during late modern times. It arises from concerns with the responsibility of choice implicit in the idea that our lives are projects wherein we create or write our own life story. It elicits anxiety when we realise that there is a risk that we can get it wrong by making the wrong life choices for ourselves. It has an Aristotelian feel to it for Aristotle wrote about our responsibility to realise our capabilities and to choose a path in life that would bring out the best in us. This extended to choosing friends who would enable us to be the best we can be. But for Aristotle and most western philosophers who have shaped our thinking in social work, it is naturally given and widely accepted that the human subject in possession of a rational self has free-will and a conscience but Giddens' reflexive self is not a 'moral self' moulded and shaped in interaction with others; it is a 'self with independent agency'. The reflexive self is a relatively recent invention resulting from historical and social evolution giving rise to an acute awareness of the pain of choosing and the experience of existential angst which goes with it. It is experienced as a form of oppression but it is a very different form of oppression than that of Marxist or critical theory. It is an oppression situated not in an external structural location but in the freedom and hence responsibility this brings for individuals to make the right choices.
It is quite different from the reflective self which can stand back and rationally think about observations and experiences which is more commonly used in the social work literature (Ixer, 1999; Schön, 1983) .
Giddens' pure relationship
Giddens' (1991) theory of the 'pure relationship' provides an interesting insight into the impact of this individualistic reflexive self on human relationships. Giddens (1991) sees individuals negotiating their relationships; a good relationship is one which provides for selfrespect, individuality, mutual self-disclosure, and room for growth. It is mutually satisfying and sustaining and freely chosen. He presents his 'pure relationship' as an ideal type which relies on self-understanding and reflexive questions as to the extent to which the relationship helps me to be the way I want to be and the best that I can be. Hence commitment is contingent upon the extent to which the relationship is perceived as self-sustaining and mutually satisfying.
Giddens (1991) focuses on the psychological aspects of insecurity particularly issues of trust.
He believes a shift has occurred from the impersonal trust relations of 'simple modernity' to a situation of 'high modernity' where trust must be earned. Expert (professional) systems can no longer be blindly trusted. They have to prove their trustworthiness in light of various alternatives. Nevertheless people deal with feelings of insecurity in ingenious ways. They might inter alia give the fear over to someone else to worry about, place it in the hands of fate, or diminish its effects by adopting the belief that we all will turn out well, or trust some higher authority to deal with it (Holden, 2002). Giddens (1991 Giddens ( , 1995 developed his idea of life politics to move away from the old left and right emancipatory politics which emphasized 'the negative impact … of structurally limited life chances' (Ferguson, 2001, p. 47) 
Life politics

Life planning
Life planning is essentially about the balancing of opportunities and risks. Ideas about individual choice and 'agency' and self-actualisation, which have a long history in social work, were cast as individualistic within the anti-oppressive stance of most radical or critical social work discourse. But now Giddens' theory gives renewed vigour to those keen to narrow social work's revolutionary mission and utopian goals -to change the world, society, organisations, and policies -and to bring it back down to individuals and families and the communities in which they live as the domain of emancipatory politics. Helping people in their life planning is a role made for social work. By focusing on the 'life political domain, emotionality and the depth of social relations … enhancing the capacities of (vulnerable) clients to practise effective life-planning, find healing and gain mastery over their lives' (Ferguson, 2001, p. 41 ) was well within social work's capabilities. For Ferguson (2001) life planning requires that we become astute at minimising risks, recognising opportunities and benefiting from change, and Sheldon (2001) would add drawing on the evidence.
Essentially then social workers become engaged in 'practical strategies to assist vulnerable clients to … achieve control over their lives ' (p. 48) . This is a stance well-supported by social work's value system of self-determination and individual autonomy. The idea of beliefs and put their faith in a wisdom that they argue lies at the heart of a new spiritual domain (Heelas, in Holden, 2002, p. 50) .
However, the tension between religion and spirituality in the social work literature arises, broadly speaking, because the former tends towards absolutism and the latter toward relativism. As already mentioned, social work's consistent efforts to throw off its moralistic, religious-linked beginnings have resulted in a secular, modern profession which values objective science (rationalism and advanced technology), the freely choosing individual (individualism) and acceptance and tolerance of diversity (pluralism within liberal democracy). In short, a relativist stance predominates which stands at odds with the values of 'emancipatory politics' (Garrett, 2003) which require it to take a moral and political stand on situations of social injustice and human rights violation given that the risks for those who suffer social injustice and oppressive social conditions arise from too little rather than too much choice.
As Garrett (2003) reminds us, Giddens' and Beck's theory overlooks the structural constraints and social inequalities brought about and sustained by liberal or neoliberal capitalism. However, at the same time, this 'emancipatory politics' within social work has, for the most part, derived from empowering individuals through enhancing their capacity for self-determination and autonomy. Social work's powerlessness in countering the quickened pace of individual rather than collective progress-now accelerated by broader managerialist and globalisation agendas-can be traced back to its roots in nineteenth century individualism (Jordan, 2004) . Whichever way you look at it, whether stemming from the related phenomena of its individualistic emphasis or its modernist nature or its enchantment with rationality, these have all conspired to value science over meaning and it is in this sense that one needs to see spirituality assuming importance as part of social work's attempt to keep some hold on its humanistic values while still valuing evidence-based practice. One cannot divorce social work from its context and again, whichever way you look at it, social work's values have always promoted 'the moral individualism of the liberal tradition' (Jordan, 2004, p. 10) which go hand in hand with free market capitalism. 'The collective values of social democracy did not have an enormous impact on social work' (Jordan, 2004, p. 11) . statement. Beck calls it the 'politics of youthful antipolitics' (p. 5) which 'opens up the opportunity to enjoy one's own life with the best conscience in the world … supplemented and made credible by a self-organized concern for others which has broken free from large institutions. Freedom's children practise a seeking, experimenting morality that ties together things that seem mutually exclusive: egoism and altruism, self-realization as active compassion' (p. 5).
For Beck (1998) 'when advanced capitalism in the highly developed countries breaks up the core values of work society, a historic alliance between capitalism, the welfare state and democracy shatters ' (p. 11) . 'The economic model is capable of surviving only in an interplay of material security, social-welfare rights and democracy ' (p. 12) . One cannot rely solely on the market as neo-liberals do. In opposition to neo-liberalism is communitarianism and between these two extremes are the protectionists who defend the old worldview (of modernity). They rail against the decline of the nation-state, the rise of globalization and the erosion of values. Habermas (1996) and Beck (1998) advocate cosmopolitan republicanism or a strengthening of civil society and local politics. Whether via subpolitics or environmental (sustainability) movements, driven by a moral impulse to make life better for all, people appear to be seeking a new understanding of our 'relationship with the Cosmos which fosters a sense of deeper purpose, or meaning, within ourselves' (Eckersley, 2005, p. 3).
Connectedness and meaning are the stuff of spirituality which is closely tied to these communitarian ideals. New forms of networks and relationships, greater participation in the social economy (Aiken, 2000) and increased activism towards social change through the mechanism of sub-politics may be seen as non-individualistic ways in which people are using their 'agency' to be an active participant in the creation of new social networks opening up boundaries and possibilities for change rather than being stuck within pre-given boundaries (Aiken, 2000; Beck et al, 2003) . This is all well and good, but to the extent that reflexivity is the embodiment of reason, science, rationality, individualism, materialism, and the 'inner self' as god, it is the enemy of spirituality. Its consequences can only be increased disconnection from and disinterest in the needs and welfare of others which, if our constant search for meaning and purpose is anything to go by, leads to a sound diagnosis of reflexivity as 'humanity's sickness with itself'. By expanding the interior world of self, we open ourselves up for increasing egoism in which solipsistic selves delude themselves about what's best for them engaging in repression and denial if that suits their selfish ends. Effectively it is a contract we have with ourselves pursued through inner talk. Thus spirituality offers an alternative to this implosion of self because it posits a (external) relation with the Other (the land, the earth, the dispossessed, the marginal, and the spirit world). It offers space in which to restore some of our traditional social work concepts of instinct, empathy and care. To the extent that it encourages an individualistic focus to one's search for meaning and purpose with highly relativist values, we need to recognise New Age spirituality as part of the critical problem associated with reflexivity. The global imposition of reflexivity, through notions of life politics and subpolitics, approaches like social constructionism and treatment regimes like cognitive behavioural therapy constitute a repressive machine that re-territorializes subjectivity, thus preventing the (outward) discharge of instincts and intuition. We are taught not to trust our instincts. Instincts are literally turned inwards and rationalized. As feminists have argued this is represented by the silencing of female voices and privileging male views on the world (Gilligan, 1980; Weick, 1997) . Thus we see a need for an outward focused 'ecospiritual social work' where spirituality is 'other' rather than self-centred, and not anthropocentric in that it embraces concerns for all life forms as well as the sustainability of the planet (Coates et al, 2006; Coates, 2003; Eckersley, 2005) .
Conclusion
In conclusion, the rise of spirituality in social work, while essentially concerned with a desire for individual meaning and purpose, can be seen as broadly related to wider theoretical developments, not least the theory of reflexive modernisation-life politics and subpolitics. It can also be linked to the failures of modernity and its depersonalizing and alienating effects through the detraditionalization and secularization of society, the rise of science, rationality, the professions, and industrial progress, and the decline in religion. However, within the secular profession of social work religious beliefs have continued to influence the practice of individual social workers and the policies of faith-based social organisations within which many social workers practice. Also many of social work's core values are consistent with Judeo-Christian values. Thus the spirituality movement in social work has not been entirely
